JAN SAPP, Beyond the gene: cytoplasmic inheritance and the struggle for authority in genetics, Monographs on the History and Philosophy of Biology, Oxford University Press, 1987, 8vo, pp. xvi, 266, £32.50. When I was an undergraduate, we were given a slim volume entitled Extrachromosomal inheritance as one of our course books. It was hard to know why; even we knew that inheritance depended on genes and that genes were on chromosomes in the nucleus. By our definition, the title itself was a paradox. What could extrachromosomal inheritance be? As far as we could determine, it involved peculiar things like mitochondria and chloroplasts, and kappa of Paramecium. No, the real things were in the nucleus. It is the purpose ofJan Sapp's book to show how this state of affairs came about, how a climate of research developed such that it was possible for us to be so dismissive of the idea that there might be such a phenomenon as cytoplasmic inheritance.
Sapp has written useful and interesting accounts of biological research that has been ignored in other studies of genetics. He covers research in pre-World War II Germany and his descriptions of the work of Sonneborn in the United States and Ephrussi in France are particularly valuable. The problems and confusions that can arise when politicians adopt and adapt science for their own purposes are well illustrated by Sapp's account of the Lysenko period. Scientists at loggerheads over the importance or even the existence of cytoplasmic inheritance joined forces to fight a common foe when extracytoplasmic inheritance was used as evidence for Lamarckian inheritance.
